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as something of a penitent. For a long time, I was a spotty voter.
I took the right to vote and the assurance of a free and fair elec-
tion for granted. I was not alone. In the United States, in many
elections, less than half of our potential electorate exercises its
right to vote. I would like to believe that my dereliction from
this important civic privilege had justifications and aggravations.
As a student and then young professor of international law, I
moved often. In my personal economy of priorities, I frequently
neglected to register in time to vote. And I confess that as a
student of politics and a product of American Legal Realism, I
was also infected with a certain amount of cynicism about the
relevance of elections to the actual exercise of power.
For these reasons, when I was first invited to be an election
observer for a regional international organization, I viewed the
task rather cavalierly as what is known in the academy, with
apologies to Veblen, as "the leisure of the theory class." This
particular election justified a certain degree of cynicism. A sol-
dier had seized power, used it brutally, and had effectively
bankrupted the country. The foreign aid donors who had until
then supported the government were revolted and turned off the
spigot. The dictator needed a freely-elected civilian government
to start the flow up again.
The local pundits knew that an election could put a popu-
larly based government into office but could not, by itself,
change the facts of power. Perhaps the people of this country
knew as well, but they wanted to vote. To my surprise, I was
deeply moved and even awed by the quiet and dignified determi-
nation of the urban and rural people and the extraordinary grav-
ity that they attached to the right to select their own govern-
ment. They organized themselves very efficiently. People of all
ages stood, sometimes for hours, in the strong tropical sun wait-
ing for the opportunity to vote. Men and women who, for one
reason or another, were unable to vote were almost in tears.
Representatives of the new opposition parties in the polling
places monitored official actions with great restraint in the
course of the vote counting. The dictator's party was trounced.
Since that time, I have thought a great deal about that elec-
tion and about international election observation. I appreciated
how superficial my views had been. I also appreciated, as did the
people of that country, that the mere presence of international
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